1892
With rule adaptions by Senda Berenson, women play basketball for the first time at Smith College in the United States. 1895
The first basketball rulebook for women, written by Clara Gregory, is published. She calls the game Basquette. 1903 Basket Ball for Women is published; Berenson is the editor and a contributor (Berenson). Concerned about roughness and women's physical fitness, Berenson adapts the rules. Changes include dividing the court into three sections, having six to nine players on the court at once, and eliminating contact between players once the ball is caught. These adapted rules guide the principles of women's basketball until the 1960s.
* * *
In The Archive and the Repertoire, Diana Taylor suggests that knowledge is transmitted not just through archival documents-such as texts, photos, or videos-but also through bodies. She writes, "The repertoire … transmits, live embodied actions" (24). The repertoire is essential for sport, as athletes do not learn by reading rulebooks; they learn with their bodies, and they
Immediately, the players gather around me. They look at me with eager eyes: I've got bodily knowledge, and they want it. ctr 169 winter 2017
Transmissions of Embodied Knowledge through Canadian Women's Basketball History | FEATURES rely on bodies-those of their parents, their coaches, and other players-to transmit this knowledge. Significantly, Taylor notes that although embodied practices may sometimes seem quotidian or benign, they are enmeshed in power relations. She writes, "The modes of storing and transmitting knowledge are many and mixed and embodied performances have often contributed to the maintenance of a repressive social order" (22). * * * The players look at me, ready to learn, but what exactly am I transmitting to them? A skill? A repertoire? A collection of memories? * * * I'm five years old, at my very first basketball camp. The ball is as big as my head, which makes it the most interesting thing I've touched all day. I lie on my back tossing the ball in the air. The goal of the drill is to make the ball spin so it lands back in my outstretched palm. I've only tossed the ball three times, but Dad is, clearly, going to have to buy me a basketball so I can do this at home.
One of my tosses goes awry. The ball bounces away from me. I hop up to chase it down the court.
As I weave between my campmates, I realize I'm the only girl in the gymnasium. * * * A woman's heart is smaller than a man's and therefore not well qualified to handle the strain of playing basketball. Bodily injuries are likely to be more serious for girls than for boys, especially those which occur while jumping or falling. These sometimes result in a displacement that could require an operation to prevent sterility.
-Ann Stutts, Women's Basketball * * * In The Interpretation of Cultures-a somewhat outdated and problematic work that still contains some useful insights about cultural analysis-Clifford Geertz studies Balinese culture and the phenomena of cockfighting in particular. He writes:
What the cockfight says it says in a vocabulary of sentimentthe thrill of risk, the despair of loss, the pleasure of triumph. Yet what it says is not merely that risk is exciting, loss depressing, or triumph gratifying, banal tautologies of affect, but that it is of these emotions, thus exampled, that society is built and individuals are put together. Attending cockfights and participating in them is, for the Balinese, a kind of sentimental education. What he learns there is what his culture's ethos and his private sensibility (or anyway, certain aspects of them) look like when spelled out externally in a collective text. (449) Geertz's work is productive because it highlights how sport functions as a form of physical, cultural, and emotional education. However, his use of male pronouns indicates that, for Geertz, the cockfight was an emotional education that was specifically for men. Though Balinese women must have had a relationship to cockfights, Geertz does not theorize it. Instead, we are left to wonder about the function of cockfights for Balinese women, an addition that surely would have strengthened Geertz's argumentation and helped it remain relevant over time. Significantly, his focus on the role sport plays in the education of men mirrors the idea that sport is a place where men go to learn physical skills and values associated with masculinity, an assumption that was common in the twentieth century. * * * A certain amount of roughness is deemed necessary to bring out manliness in our young men. Surely rough play can have no possible excuse in our women.
- Ben Spatz argues that training is essentially the transmission of embodied practice. He writes, "Training-the passage of technique from one person or community to another-is a crucial part of how technique functions. It may include both explicit and implicit pedagogies, active and passive learning, mandatory and optional engagements" (60). For Spatz, training is not only important for individuals seeking to learn embodied technique; it is also significant for how techniques gets transmitted over time and place and from one group of people to another. * * * When many of my peers triumphantly declare themselves teenagers by hanging out past curfew and drinking beer smuggled from their parents' fridges, I declare myself a basketball player. In dimly lit suburban gyms, a smattering of other high school girls and I spend hours learning from our lanky summer team coach.
The motions of a screen are basic: Set your feet shoulder width apart. Bend your legs slightly to increase balance. Hold your arms close to the side of your body. Clasp your hands just below the hem of your shorts. Brace yourself. (Repeat 10,000 times) * * * Taylor writes, "The repertoire requires presence: people participate in the production and reproduction of knowledge by 'being there,' being part of the transmission. As opposed to the supposedly stable objects in the archive, the actions that are the repertoire do not remain the same. The repertoire both keeps and transforms choreographies of meaning" (20). Because the repertoire is passed from body to body in concrete material circumstances, it is not only the repertoire that potentially transforms but also the bodies conducting the repertoire that change in these very instances.
* * *
The college girl who goes in for athletics is just as much in earnest as her big brother, but she goes about the matter in a different way. The boy is proud of his athletic inclinations and ability and fond of displaying his prowess to an admiring public. His sister may be no less conscious of her skill and strength, but it is not good form to court notoriety, and thus it is that we hear much less of the girl athlete.
- * * * In grade 11, I stand in the middle of a packed gymnasium during a tryout for the BC provincial team. The coach travels with a team of assistant coaches in matching tracksuits. In the tryout, the coaches review how to set screens:
Set your feet shoulder width apart. The University of British Columbia women's basketball team wins a Canadian University Sport Championship for the first time in thirty years (after the game, I cradle the Bronze Baby proudly in my arms).
* * * One of a range of scholars to invoke ghosts and spectres in relation to performance, Taylor argues, "The way I see it, performance makes visible (for an instant, live, now) that which is already there: the ghosts, the tropes, the scenarios that structure our individual and collective life" (143). She later continues, "I would argue that its efficacy … stems from the way performances tap into fantasies and leave a trace, reproducing and at times altering cultural repertoires" (143). As Taylor One of them turns to me-easily transitioning to Englishand says, "We were just saying that you set your screens funny.
"What?" "You don't cross your arms over your chest. Must be a Canadian thing." "It's not," says another teammate. She wraps her arm around my shoulders. "She sets them like a boy. Girls cross their arms over their chest to protect their breasts." "They do?" "Well, the rest of us do." She laughs, and the coach blows his whistle. As I jog to centre court, I pay particular attention to my breasts. To think, they've been unprotected all this time.
* * * 2014
Pick and Roll, a sport fiction book for 10-13-year-olds, is my first book published as part of Lorimer's Sports Series. The central conflict is about a girl who accidentally hurts someone when she sets a hard screen. * * * One need look no further than the pay disparity between male and female professional athletes, the unequal media coverage of women's sport compared to men's, or (heaven forbid) the comment sections of online articles about female athletics to see the residue of sport's historical association with masculinity in Canada. When it comes to Canadian women in sport, there is, undoubtedly, still a long way to go. However, in the last fifty years, there have also been significant shifts in both sport policy and practice. The policy is relatively easy to trace, but practicetransmitted between material bodies and experienced in specific historical moments-can be more difficult. So frequently practice happens in gymnasiums, rinks, pools, or arenas with few present other than the participants. Significantly, sport's participantscoaches, athletes, referees-are not necessarily interested in the genealogy of their own practice. Understandably, they are often more invested in a sport's future than its past. Overlooking the history of practice, however, is a risk. It prioritizes the archive over the repertoire as the primary site of sport's history in Canada. This places documents rather than bodies at the centre of sport history. Moreover, emphasizing policy can minimize the positive impact sport can have on its participants, regardless of gender. This not only narrows past histories but also limits our ability to intervene in the ongoing transmission of bodily practices. * * * In the gymnasium, I look at the players. Their love of basketball is new. Like any fresh romance, it's unpredictable, exciting, new. My love for the game is weathered and complicated; we've been through a lot together, basketball and I.
"There are two ways to set a screen," I say, finally. "Today, we'll learn both. You should choose the way that is best for your body." Note
